We were confronted with what seemed like a similar challenge fifty years ago when, after World War II, guaranteeing food security depended on increasing insufficient agricultural production in order to feed the world. The Green Revolution helped us to achieve that goal and raised per capita food availability by over 40 percent. But these gains came at a huge environmental cost because of the intensive use of natural resources -including waterand chemical inputs.
Today, although more than 850 million people still go hungry every day, the world already produces enough food for all. We already are capable of increasing production where needed. Hunger today is mainly a problem of access, whereby people typically lack the money to buy the food they need or the resources they need to produce it for themselves.
Throughout the world, about 2.6 billion small-scale and subsistence producers till the land, and raise animals and fish. They are the main providers of food in the developing world. Yet 70 percent of the world's food insecure lives in rural areas of developing countries.
Considering that agriculture is a thirsty activity and that poor producers are among the world's most vulnerable, ensuring that food is sustainably produced and available where it is needed is one of today's primary challenges.
The question to ask is how to do it without leaving the well dry?
We need to look at consumption and production. At the United Nations' Rio+20 Conference on Sustainable Development, the international community gave a clear message: we need to ensure that tomorrow's agriculture and our food systems feed the world in a more sustainable, efficient and equitable way.
Reducing food loss and waste will also go a long way to making more food available without significantly increasing the demand for water. About 1.3 billion tons of food are lost or wasted each year throughout the food supply chain.
This includes on-farm production losses due to inadequate storage, transportation and access to markets, especially in developing countries, while in developed countries, food is often thrown away by retailers or consumers.
Industrialized countries waste almost as much food as is produced in sub-Saharan Africa every year, according to an FAO-funded study by the Swedish Institute for Food and Biotechnology.
We also need to take a hard look at the way in which we process and eat food, so that food is shared among more people and in healthier ways.
On the production side, agriculture already accounts for 70 percent of all water withdrawn from aquifers, streams and lakes.
If we want them to produce more sustainably, while adapting to and contributing to the mitigation of climate change, we will need to support the efforts of producers, both small-scale and industrialized, to improve their methods and opportunities.
Farmers are the ultimate managers of natural resources. We already have technologies that raise yields while consuming less water, preserve soils, use ecosystem services and conserve biodiversity.
FAO-supported training and knowledge-sharing programmes, for example, help farmers in developing countries to make greater use of agricultural methods that can lower crop water needs by up to 30 percent.
The challenge is to adopt them on a much larger scale. Better land and water management in general, and innovation and greater support to small-scale production in particular, require political support, investment and action at the local, national and international levels.
When countries work together, it can make a big difference. At FAO, we have activated a regional initiative in the Near East region to address water scarcity. We are converging existing projects, strategic partnerships and financial resources, to boost food security in the region.
An extremely important dimension of dealing with water scarcity is the way in which limited resources are allocated among different users. Our programme on coping with water scarcity addresses this within the broader context of water governance.
Governance takes on major importance in increasing situations of water stress and acute water scarcity, industrial demand, demands from different nations on the same water source, and the requirements of everyday people for human development.
Increasingly, governments, institutions, farmers and companies are working together to ensure greater efficiency in the use of natural resources, greater support for smallholder producers in the processing and marketing of food, and less wasteful approaches to retailing and consumption.
The private sector, in particular, can make an enormous contribution by taking on the social and environmental responsibility to develop cleaner and more efficient production processes. Many are already moving in that direction.
Taking all of these ideas and making them work on a year-to-year basis for enough people around the world will require greater cooperation and partnership among what could seem to be competing interests and sectors at the national, regional and international levels.
The need for adequate, safe water resources is common to us all. Meeting that need will have to be a collective effort.
